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Contemprary Canadian Children's Literature fo-r the Intermediate

Grades: A ;Mole Language Approach

Traditionally, a single novel was introduced to the whole class

and the work began. Either the teacher read aloud or students road

silently or aloud one chapter at a time; Each chapter would be

followed by a large number of questions, supposedly t.0 tett ttory

comprehension. All the children were expected to read all the

chapters and to answer all the questions in sequential order. In fact

only some actually read the story While others simply skimmed along

more or less reading, more or less understanding. The approaches

suggetted in this paper derive from the view that the response to the

story is best when it comes from the reader rather from the teacher't

set of questions. There may be concern that the novel will nOt be

carefully read without the threat of questions on each chapter. BUt

it has been shown time and time again that comprehension will Most

likely be sharper and richer when the reader is invited to choose a

personal response; I want therefore tO present some effective

methods for tho discuttiOn, tharpening and enrichment of reader's

responses .

Before, however, these approaches to the use of novels in the

intermediate grades are examined I would like to introduce a few

techniques for helping students find easy and interesting boOkt. It

it important, if developing a reading habit is your goal, to make

sure that the rioht book gets to the right child at the right time.

Smith (1983) strongly makes the poiht that if we are serious about
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teaching reading then we must make the experience of learning to read

easy and interesting, a task not always quite es simple as it appeart

(HalOei-n, 1981);

Three ways of introducing easy and interesting books:

1. The Greasy Finger (Five Finger) Test

After a student has selected a novel; suggest they try this

simple readability trick. "Start reading the first page of the book,

putting a finger down on each word that you can't read. If at the end

of the first page all five fingers are down oh the page; the book is

probably too difficult to read." However, i4 the student really wants

to read that particular book for some motive known only to him/her

self; then certainly encourage him/her to do so.

2. 'Five minute only" booktalks to be given by teacher or librarian;

The emphasis here is on brevity. The prpose of these bOOktalkt

tO introduce as many books as possible in a very short time.

Choose the books from Appendix A and yoU will find toMething for

everyone. Read a couple of paragraphs from the first few pages and

then maybe a paragraph or two from the middle of the book, This

technique is only as good as the book-talk performer, so please read

the book in advance. For reasons of fluency it is suggested that

boOk-talks be done by librarians add/or teachers, not by students;

3. Daily oral reading by the teacher.

Choose one of the suggested novels in Appendix A (you can't

miss). Every day read a chapter or a good portion of A chapter

your class. This is a tried and true method for introducing good

books to everyone (Fisher And Elleman, 1984)

4
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We've been talking about children finding th eight books, but

of course the right books have to be available. 14,7,64 do they get

within the children's reach? First of all a teacher has to be given

responsibility ftde the bUYing of books. But, administering the biDiok

budget foe jUnior grades can be a mixed blessing. There it et-o doubt

that books are good for schools and yet teachert freqUehtly avoid the

task of choosing books because there are to many to catch our

interests and stretch our budgets; Where do we start reading and

buying? What books do students like? Which books are at the right

reading level? These are the questions most often voiced during

workshops and presentations on literature for young people; Appendix

A, a bibliography Of high quality Canadian contemporary juetioe

hoVelt, is a serious attempt to answer these queriet. Eath of these

bOOks could be read by the whole class, or by tmall interest groups

oe by individuals for recreation and/or independent novel study.

However, some of the titles are best tuited +or eleven year olds and

some would be most appreciated by fourteen year olds; Decisions

concerning the appropriateness of the best book(s) for your

population can Only be made after the book has been read in itt

entirety. The maturity and the reading tastes of your Studentt should

be majOr COnsiderations for determining your choiceS.

For this age group, the process of chOoting A good book from

your collection should be considered at leAtt At valuable as the

evaluation of comprehension through testing and/or questioning. The

three methods suggested to students earlier in thit paper help narrow

your selection to that one "must re.ad4 chq4ce.

Whatever the book choice, students should be encouraged to be

active readers at all times. An active reader thinkt aboUt what s/he
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is reading and uses the story to evaluate as well aS enrith

personal knowledge. Two programs for helping tb dd.ViblOO active

readers will be presented; These classroom techniques for teaching

novels in the intermediate grades are based on the principles of a

Whole Language ApprOach to the Language Arts. Because this paper it

one that dittUsses books and their classroom use, the full

explanation Of Whole Language in the Language Artt Will be left for

Others (see Appendix D for suggestions for fUrther reading). For this

paper however, the working definition +Or WhOle Language is the skill

of comprehending and communicating in reading, writing, listening and

speaking. Comprehension, interest, effort and success are all

interrelated; If the biodk is not of interest or within the child'S

literary or pers-ohal experience background, then it is highly

doubtful that language or literary growth will ottUr.

I. An individualized and/or group reading and re.Ootise program

The first classroom program to be diScussed is a free

reading or individualized program. This program, contrary to the

implications of its hame, works best with a great de'al of

organization. The Reading Record as presented in Appendix B it a

necettarv ttrUtture sor the successful implementation of this

program. Students unable to keep gdod records; or unable to Work

independently, should be discouraged from thit tbUrte of studies and

should be directed to a more teacher-directed fbrmat.

Appendix C, a list of categories of projects, goes hand in hand

with Appendix B. Upon finishing a novel, the student is directed to
*

complete AppendiX B and embark on a project from one section of

Appendix C. Suggestions for Appendix C are many and may be at varied
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AS the iMagination and creativity and talents of the studeht.

HoWeveri to give teachers and students a startino point, here are

some ideas for the project section. It it a good idea to have

students vary their choices so that their projects reflect the book

rather than simply the eaSieSt options.

PROJECTS

1; ()ea.;

Prepare and preset a T.V. commercial to try to got otherS to buy

your book.

Meet in groups of 3 or 5 to tell othert abOut your bOOk.

Read an exciting part tc the CLASS (After first preparing through

rehearsing).

2; Drama

Prepare a Reader'S Theatre (Larsoni 1976) of one chapter or section.

Tape-record a Skit based on the book. You may have to make yOUr Voice

sound like different characters.

Pilt on a doll play or a puppet play about one part of the book.

3. Written

Write a letter to a character ih the book desCribing differences and

similarities in your liveg.

Write an advertisement about the book.

Describe hOW yOu Would have solved a problem differently than a

character in the book did.

4. Arts and Crafts

Design a book jacket.

Make a tiMe line with illustrations of events;

Make a comic strip of one of the scones.

7
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5. Music

Find and play musit to accompany a scene that you read aloUd.

Write a song to describe part of the action

6. Demonstrations

Show the class how you learned t0 Make SoMething from reading the

book.

Demonstrate a scientific principle you learned from the book;

Present a raised map of the place where the story takes place.

II. Journal Writing As A Response To Literature

In this program the students keep a strUctUred journal (Blatt and

Rosen; 1984; Santa; Dailey and Nelson; 1985) aS they read an

individual or shared novel; A variEty of Writing responses is

suggested to the studentt, Who Understand that a writing session will

follow each reading session. Initially; some students may balk at the

prospect Of 'SO MUCh Writing'. At this stage the teacher has to

deliver the Very important message that the reader'S attive response

helps reading comprehension and that there aet. a Wide -range of

possible writing responses--something fOr eVeryone. Some of the

possibilities for responding to the reading are:

1. Personal responses:

a) Characters or eventS that I feel attracted to or repulsed by;

b) Something that I etiad that made me feel angry.

c) Something that I read that I did not understand;

d) A situatiOn or a place that is familiar to me.

di) Something that happened in the bopk that I didn't understand.
4

f) An educated guess as to what might hapOeh next.

2. A letter to the author giving peaie and/or suggestions for
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improvement.

3. Research into a topic introduced in my book.

4. Some shared writing (writing with a paethee) to go along with a

book that you both read (e.g. an iMaginarY dialogue between

characters);

5; Some peivate Writing for my eyes only.

6. Descriptions of themes; characters; tone; mood or moral mettage.

7. Personal opinion of characters, situations; setting.

8. Imaginary or alternative directions for StOry.

Note that sometimes writing responses cah be either

collaborative (4), or personal (lb, 1d); also; they can be

conjectural or imagihary (3, 8) as well as descriptive (6) or

critical (7); NOt to be overlooked or forgotten is the importance of

responding to the student's journal responses (Gambrell, 1985). It it

a good idea to suggest that students include direct ouettiont foe the

teacher to answer, or comments for the teacher tO retp-ond to.

Writing only to yourself has limited appeal, yet Writing and having

someone read and respond ( personally, not Critically) can make the

difference between just another English program and a program that

achieves t-Su1tS, cognitiVely and Affectively.

9
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APPENDIX A

BIBLIOGRAPHY OF CANADIAN CHILDREN'S LITERATURE FOR THE INTERMEDIATE

GRADES

GENERAL FICTION

ButehArt, Jaylene. Journey Through a Shadow; Seal Books, 1983.

CraddOtk; Sonia. The T.V. War and He. Scholastic, 1981.

Craddock; Sonia. The Treasure Hunt. Gage, 1984.

Craddock; Sonia; The Trouble With Mitth. acholattic, 1986.

Doyle; Brian; HeyiDadi Groundwood, 1978.

Ye-NJ Can i;ick ke U At PeggY'S Cóve.

1979;

Doyle; Brian. Up To Low. Groundwood; 1982;

Duncan, Frances. The Toothpaste Genie; Scholastic-TAB; 1981.

Engel, Marian. My Name Is Not Odessa Yarker; Kids Can Pr6tt,

1977.

Howarth, Mary; Could Dracula Live In Woodford? Kidt Can Press,

1983;

Hughes; Monica. Beckoning Light. 1982.

Little; Jean; Mama's Going To BuY You A Mockingbird. Puffin,

1984;

Waterton; BettY. Guincy Rumple. Grgundwood, 1984;

Wilton, Erie. The Ghost Of Lunenburg Manor. Totem Books, 1983.

MULTICULTURAL FICTION

Hughes; Monica; Hy Name Is Paula Popowichf. James Lorimer, 1983.
-

Montero, Gloria; The Summer The Mhales Sang. James Lorimer, 1985;

Reid; Malcolm; SalutoGadoti James Lorimer, 1932;

10



Smucker. Barbara; Amish Adventure. Clarke Irwin, 1983.

Smucker; Barbara. White Hist. Clarke Irwin, 1985.

Yerou, Aristides and Barry Dickson. The Friendship Solution and my

Father's Ghost. James Lorimer, 1984.

SURVIVAL

Hudson, Jan. Sweetgrass. Tree Frog Press, 1984.

Truss, Jan. Jasmin. Atheneum, 1982.

HISTORICAL FICTION

Clark, Jbah. The Hand Of Robin Squires. Clarke Irwin, 1981.

Duncan, Frances. Cariboo Runaway. Burns & MacEachern, 1976.

Freeman, Bill. Trouble At Lachine Mill. James Lorimer, 1983.

Paperny, Myra. The Wooden People. Little BroWn, 1976.

APPENDIX B

READING RECORD (with examples)

AUTHOR TITLE PAGES READ PROJECT RATING

Cleary Ramona the Brave all story-line map *****

Cleary Mitch and Amy all 6 differences of twins ***

Taylor All of a Kind FAmi., all Poem about sisters ****

APPEND/X C

PROJECTS

6

1 1
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I. Oral

2; Drama

3; Written

4. Arts and Crafts

5. Music

6. Demonstration

APPENDIX D

SUGGESTED READINGS ON WHOLE LANGUAGE APPROACH

Hansen04.$ NeWkirk4T.i & Graves,D. (ed.), (1985). Breaking Ground:

Teachers Relate Reading and Writing. New Hampshire: Heinemann

Educational Books.

Mickelson,N. (1987) Evaluation in Whole Language. Faculty of

Education, University of vittoeiAl Victoria, British Columbia.

Newman, 3.. (ed.), (1985). WhOle Language Theory in Use. New

Hampshire: Heinemann Educational Books.

6
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